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interest and found that elephants fed on the bark of 
this tree albeit rarely. Surprisingly, they neither 
touched the fruits nor destroyed the trees. This visual 
observation was substantiated by local tribals who 
said they had never seen elephants feeding greedily 
on the fruits of this species but had seen them feeding 
on the bark of the species on rare occasions. The 
macro-component analysis of the dung samples 
never showed remnants of the fruit of D. aurea. 

Is there a change in the food selection of 
elephants over a span of 65 years? H.H. Haines never 
visited Dalma Sanctuary, but his observations were 
made in other parts of Bihar and in Orissa. The 
logical explanation to this behaviour could be that 
the density of this species must have gone low over 
the years and as a result it was excluded from the 
dietary of elephants. Presently, this species is 
common tn the Sanctuary and tts fruit 1s relished by 
the tribals and I enjoyed ıt equally! 


It would be interesting to know whether 
elephants feed ‘on the bark and the fruit of this tree 
in other elephant areas. | 

Incidentally, H.H. Haines quotes Hamilton’s 
observations about the size of the fruit of this species 
that the fruit was as big as a large-sized apple. Haines 
notes that he never saw the fruit as large but much 
smaller. I found that in Dalma Sanctuary and other 
forests in South Bihar, the fruit is less than half the 
size of an Apple, golden-yellow in colour, and very 
sweet when ripe. Thus, my observations support 
Haines. In that case, in which areas of its distribution, 
are the apple-sized fruits of Dillenia aurea found? 
April 2s 1905 HEMANT S. DATYE 

C-5, Samant Blocks, 
Ghantali, 

Naupada, 

Thane 400 602. 
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8. TAXONOMY OF YAK: BOS (POEPHAGUS) GRUNNIENS 


Yak, a mammal of economic importance, 
living at high altitude (3500 - 6000 m above ms]}) in 
the Himalayas, Kun Lun, Pamirs, Tien Shan and 
Altai, has been known as (Bos grunniens or 
Poephagus grunniens), for nearly two and half 
centuries. Its adaptation to life in gelid climates has 
always drawn considerable interest among naturalists 
and biologists. Remoteness, inaccessibility of the 
habitat, political restrictions and religious strictures 
preventing excavations in the hometract 
(Palaentological study), had, so far, delayed the 
establishment of its correct nomenclature. Recently, 
some studies have been conducted to establish its 
correct nomenclature and to ascertain the 
domestication process of yak and to establish its 
ancestry. Incidentally, the ancestry for most of the 


other domesticated animals has already been 
established scientifically. In this communication, 
an effort is made to record observations 
on the taxonomy of the yak, made by different 
scientists. 

Linnaeus (1758) named yak as Bos grunniens. 
He included the yak in the cattle group (Bos), 
possibly due to its likeness and nearness to cattle 
and gave the species name grunniens, or the grunting 
ox. Gmelin in 1760, termed yak as ‘Vacca grunniens 


` villora, Cauda equina’ because of its grunting sound 


and horse like tail. Buffon, another naturalist of the 
18th century, contemporary to Gmelin, described in 
1767 the yak in a similar manner and called it, a 
cow of ‘Jartary’. Almost a decade later Pallas, called 
yak as horsetailed buffalo (Bonnemaire 1984). Smith 
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(1827) classified the yak as “B. poephagus of Aelian, 
the B. grunniens of Pallas.” Aelianus Claudius (170- 
235 A.D.) named yak as Poephagus which means 
grass eater. The observations of Smith were based 
on physical characters and did not cite any 
comparison of skull, or skeleton. Incidentally, 
Linnaeus also did not cite any discussion or 
comparison of yak before placing it in the genus Bos. 
Jerdon (1836) cited yak as Bison poephagus based 
on its physical appearance on a similar fashion as 
‘Poephagus of Aelian and Bos grunniens of Pallas.’ 

The taxonomical names of yak were based 
mostly on its physical characters and its nearness to 
Bos or to Bison. Gray (1843, 1846 and 1852) listed 
yak as Poephagus grunniens after conducting a 
detailed study of the skull and skeleton. According 
to him the key difference between the Bison and Bos 
were In the formation and placement of the 
intermaxillaries, which are — “short, triangular, 
acute behind and not reaching the nasal, being 
gradually shorter in proportion from Poephagus to 
Bison. In Bos they are elongated reaching the suture 
between the nasal and the cheek bone.” Lydekker 
(1898) classified yak as Bos grunniens based on the 
arrangement of premaxillaries, intermaxillaries and 
nasal bone though he observed yak to be closer to 
Bison than Bos. In an earlier work (Lydekker 1876) 
recorded yak as Bison or Poephagus grunniens. 


Jerdon (1874), on the line of Georges Cuvier divided 
sub-family Bovinae into three groups, the Bisontine 
(Bison, Moschatus and Poephagus), the Taurine 
(Bos; hump and humpless cattle and Gavaeus flat 
horn cattle); and Buboline (buffaloes) probably on 
the observations recorded by Gray and other workers 
in favour of Poephagus. Incidentally reports 
published in India in 1924 gave yak as Poephagus 
grunniens L., Bos poephagus Smith and Poephagus 
grunniens Gray (Annon. 1924). Olsen (1991) also 
opined, that probably very few, if at all any, skeletal 
materials were available for the earlier works of the 
17th and 18th centuries for detailed comparisons. 
Olsen (1991) on the basis of observations from 27 
skulls in museum collections in the United States, 
USSR, England and People’s Republic of China is 
in agreement with Allen (1940) who classified yak 
as Poephagus grunniens and further states “the 
species grunniens be re-established in the genus 
Poephagus, rather than be included in the present 
genus Bos”. 


August 26, 1995 R.N. PAL 
National Research Centre on Yak (ICAR), 
Duirang-790 101, 

West Kameng District, 

Arunachal Pradesh, India. 
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